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circle around the eight powers which criticized them and
spurred them on, and which, only half-informed as to
what was going on in the conclave, was becoming more
and more impressionable, nervous, excited, one day pessi-
mistic, the next optimistic, sometimes right and some-
times wrong. All this added still another complication, for
these currents of opinion, true and false, interfered with
the work of the Congress. Thus, toward the middle of
December, the opinion about the Congress was extremely
pessimistic: no agreement would be reached either on
Saxony or on Poland; on all sides the powers were arming;
war was about to begin! But Talleyrand, who was in a
position to judge, was far from sharing this opinion; and
on December 15 he wrote Louis that things were coming
along satisfactorily. At the beginning of the month, an
important change had occurred. Castlereagh had received
orders from London to join France and Austria in their
opposition to the annexation of Saxony. It appears that
Louis had persuaded Wellington in Paris, and that Wel-
lington had persuaded his government ift London, where
Castlereagh's policy had already been attacked in Parlia-
ment by the Opposition, Whatever the reason, England's
attitude had undergone a change; and Talleyrand in-
tended to take advantage of it as well as of the effect pro-
duced by the Austrian note, to rupture decisively the
entente between the Allies and solve the chief question
before the Congress without resorting to war. He was cer-
tain that, when the day arrived on which England and
Austria would come to an understanding with France
and oppose a united front to the claims of Russia and
Prussia on Poland and Saxony, the latter would back
down. The day before he wrote his letter to Louis, Decem-
ber 14, he had taken the offensive by going to see Metter-
nich, ^who had offered to show him the much-discussed
note. Talleyrand replied that he knew the contents but
wanted official confirmation. "My particular motive
for insisting on a formal disclosure lay in the fact that